Equality of Population in Legislative Districts
At about the same time, a different demand for equality was being pursued through the federal courts. This was the concern of some citizens that legislative districts, both state and federal, were skewed so that, in some districts, significantly fewer citizens could elect a representative than in other districts. In general, rural districts were favored. One of the first efforts to redress this grievance was in Colegrove v. Green in 1946. In this case from Illinois, the plaintiff charged that that states' Congressional districts "lacked compactness of territory and approximate equality of population." The U.S. Supreme Court denied the plaintiff's complaint, holding that there was no existing federal law that imposed any requirements "as to compactness and equality of population of districts." The viewpoint of the Court began to change with Gomillion v. Lightfoot in 1960. In this case, Alabama had redrawn the boundaries of the city of Tuskegee, originally an approximate square, to a multisided figure that excluded nearly all black residents from the city. The unanimous Supreme Court held that the state's actions violated the 15th Amendment and that the state was unable to identify any "countervailing municipal function" that would justify the changed boundaries.
In the landmark decision of Baker v. Carr, 1962, plaintiffs complained that Tennessee had failed to reapportion its state legislative districts in over 60 years, thereby ignoring shifts of population that should have markedly revised district boundaries. The Supreme Court agreed that legislative redistricting in this case was a justiciable issue. The question of "equal protection," required under the 14th Amendment, merited evaluation. Thus, the opinion in Colegrove was not followed.
In the closely following case of Gray v. Sanders, 1963, a resident of Atlanta, in Fulton County, Georgia, filed a suit against officials of the Georgia Democratic Party and the Georgia Secretary of State because of the manner in which the results of the Democratic Party primary were computed. At issue was the Georgia county unit system, under which each county was given the same weight regardless of population. Justice William O. Douglas delivered the eight-one opinion of the Court and ruled for the plaintiffs. Perhaps one of the most memorable statements of the U.S. Supreme Court was within this opinion:
The conception of political equality from the Declaration of Independence, to Lincoln's Gettysburg Address, to the Fifteenth, Seventeenth, and Nineteenth Amendments can mean only one thing-one person, one vote.
Soon after, another case from Georgia, Wesberry v. Sanders, was decided early in 1964. This situation concerned Congressional districting. The plaintiff's fifth Congressional District had a population at least twice as large as some of the other districts in the state. The Court held that Georgia's
